THE  JAPANESE  CONQUEST  AND   ITS  AFTERMATH     171
were made at Akyab and other places on the coast, so that the
essential forward airfields might be prepared ready for co-oper-
ation with the land invasion of Lower Burma. Soon afterwards
central Burma was invaded. The leading feature of this operation
was the masterly advance of General Slim's Fourteenth Army
down the Chindwin to Mandalay and Meiktila. Mandalay fell
in March. At the beginning of April the Japanese were heavily
defeated at Meiktila and their armies began to disintegrate.
Some melted into the Shan Hills eastward, others tried to get
away southward across the Sittang, while their Twenty-eighth
Army in Arakan began hurriedly moving out by the An and
Taungup passes.
It was at this juncture that the Burma National Army went
over to the Allies. The Burmese as a whole had given no sup-
port to the Japanese at the beginning of the war. The criminal
classes, some hundreds of previous rebels and gangs of rowdies
had run wild, robbed and looted their own people and murdered
Indian refugees. They were formed into the Burma Indepen-
dence Army by thirty young Burmese nationalists who had been
trained on the notorious Hainan Island. But this force was more
of an embarrassment than help to the Japanese, and they were
ultimately forced to disband it. Later, under Dr. Ba Maw's
'independent* Government of Burma a national service corps
was established, which in time became the Burma National
Army, officered mainly by Burmese under the close supervision
of Japanese experts. It was this force which after lengthy clandes-
tine negotiations with Mountbatten changed sides as the Allied
forces advanced swiftly down the Irrawaddy and the Sittang
valleys.
The advance now became a race. Prome was occupied
before the Japanese Arakan army had extricated itself from the
passes across the Arakan Yoma; and its main escape route was
thus sealed. Pegu was reached on i May and on the following
day Rangoon. The advance had been so swift that the plan for a
sea-born assault on Rangoon was rendered unnecessary.
One more major operation only had to be fought, the
'battle of the break-through* against 10,000 Japanese, whom
General Koba collected in the Pegu Yoma from the remnants
of the armies moving out of Arakan and from the west of the